Interview Preparation 


Introduction 

The interview is one of the most important phases of the job search process. Your resume and cover letter are 
simply tools to get you to the interviewing stage of the process. Keep in mind that employers don’t tend to 
interview candidates they don’t feel are qualified for the job. Therefore, once you have made it past the initial 
screening, it’s your opportunity to convince an employer, using your powers of persuasion and communication 
skills, that you are the right person for the job. 

Before the Interview 


Research Is Critical! 

The applicant who has worked hard to prepare is much more likely to get a call back for a second interview or an 
offer of employment. Prior to an interview, clarify the skills and abilities you have to offer an employer, thinking of 
an example for each one. Research the career field/position you are pursuing to convince yourself this is an 
occupation you would enjoy (it’s much easier to convince a potential employer once you’ve convinced yourself). 
Conduct thorough research on the organization, developing a checklist of information based on your research to 
share with the interviewer during the interview. The three key points to remember: 

1. Know yourself 

2. Know your resume 

3. Know the company/industry 

Preparation enhances your self-confidence, reduces anxiety, and provides the synthesis to focus on how your 
qualifications match the organization’s needs. 

Researching Yourself 

1. Think back on your previous experiences (work, academic, and extracurricular) to determine the skills and 
abilities used in each. 

2. Review your CareerLeader results to help you explore your skills, interests, values, and personality style as 
they relate to your career choice. 

3. Work with the Career Management staff to develop a list of your strongest skills for a particular position. 

Researching the Position / Field 

1. Review the Career Management library and online resources describing various fields. 

2. Talk with personal contacts and alumni - available through the Crummer Alumni Database - about the 
nature of their work and the organization they represent. The Networking guide will help you prepare for 
this kind of informational interview. 

3. When a job description is available, list the key skills being sought so that you can match your 
skills/strengths with their needs. It is helpful to develop an example from your experiences to demonstrate 
each skill. 

Researching the Organization 

1. View the Career Management library publications and resources listing information on specific employers. 

2. Conduct a search of the Internet to see if an organization has a Web site. 




3. Review the resources available at the Olin Library. 

4. Prepare questions to ask about the organization during the interview (see Questions to Ask Employers 
section). 

Creating Your Two-Minute Profile / Self-Presentation 

The optimum answer to most interview questions is brief but not too cryptic. Most students need some practice in 
regulating the length of their answers. One of the ways to prepare for answering questions is to write and rehearse a 
two-minute self-presentation. The content of the two-minute profile is predictable; the preparation and practice 
required is not. You will distinguish yourself if you can do this well. In order to assemble the information for your 
two-minute presentation (as well as the entire interview) you should review all self-assessment pre-work and 
elements of your life history. 

The two-minute self-presentation is the appropriate answer to the frequently asked initial question “Tell me about 
yourself.” If the interviewer does not ask you this directly, you can conveniently lift out portions of your prepared 
response to answer other questions. Since the optimum answer to an interview question is seldom more than two 
minutes, practicing your two-minute presentation will also help you judge the length of responses to other types of 
questions. 

Your two-minute profile may give 2 to 3 dates or years in order to generate a picture of your life/career history. 
Avoid giving more than that since the interviewer will not be able to remember or follow them all and will be 
distracted by the effort. 

After you have thoroughly practiced the two-minute speech, prepare a two-minute summary of your capabilities and 
strengths in case you unexpectedly run out of time in an interview. 

The two-minute profile should: 

Highlight what makes you unique. 

Reveal information that is not necessarily found in your resume. 

Explain why you are interested in the company and how your goals and background can be of benefit. 
Mention aspects about your education and work life that will be of the most interest to the employer. 

Spend the greatest amount of time in areas that sell skills, knowledge, and ability. 

Your two-minute verbal campaign: 

Tells your story. 

Tells the truth. 

Is interesting. 

Tells just enough information so that they will want to hear more. 

Does not contain a date-by-date chronological listing of your life. 

Does not contain anything that would be potentially biasing. 

Is adapted to what the company needs. 

Is no more than two minutes. 

Gives accomplishments, not duties. 

Is conversational. 


Types of Interviews 


The Telephone Interview 

Telephone interviews can result from any of the following: 

In your attempt to network with an employer, s/he begins the screening process immediately by conducting 
a phone interview. 

An employer responds to your resume and cover letter by calling you unexpectedly. 

You or an employer has established a specific time for a phone interview. 



The challenge of the phone interview is that employers are only able to judge you by what they hear. The following 
are tips to assist you in developing strong telephone skills: 

Take A SURPRISE CALL In STRIDE. If you are caught off guard by the phone call, stay calm. Sound 
positive and friendly. If necessary, ask the employer to hold a few minutes while you “close the door” and 
take a few deep breaths. Be sure to smile when you begin speaking. Keep your resume by the phone to 
assist you during the phone interview. 

BEWARE OF Over-Familiarity. Address the interviewer by his or her surname. 

- Allow the Company Representative to Do Most of the Talking. Be sure to ask a few questions 
to prove your knowledge and understanding, but let the employer ask most of the questions. 

Beware of Giving Yes/No Answers. These answers tell little about your abilities. 

Be Factual in Your Answers. Be brief, yet thorough. 

Take NOTES. These will help for your next interview with the employer. 

Behavioral Interviewing 

The most commonly used interviewing style is the behavioral interviewing method. Most interviewers are looking 
for behavioral examples that indicate a presence or absence of job related skills and abilities. A behavioral example 
is a description of a specific life history event that can be used to rate the presence of a job skill. Even if the 
interviewer had not been trained to look for behavioral skills, they will be influenced by positive and negative 
behavioral examples. They will be looking for accomplishments and results from your past experiences. The way 
you have handled situations in the past is a direct indicator of how you will handle situations in the future. 

To be prepared for a behavioral interview, you should: 

• Identify the skills/abilities a company is looking for in a candidate (leadership, creativity, analytical skills, 
interpersonal skills, etc.). Talk with someone who interviewed with the company or works for them to get 
this information. It can often also be determined by reading the position listing or by visiting the corporate 
Web site to learn about the key attributes they seek. 

• Using the STAR approach, prepare specific examples from your life history that support why you have each 
skill/ability. 

S Establish the Situation Explain the context or circumstance for the event. This is a 

specific situation you encountered that relates to the question. 
Be sure to give a specific example, not a general statement. 

Do not include all the details; use only those that relate to the 
problem at hand. This overview will set up the rest of your 
answer. 

T Establish the Task What steps were involved? This is a statement that you will 

use to summarize the action needed and the goals and 
objectives. 

A Describe the Action What did you do to accomplish the task? Explain your plan of 

attack, what you did to handle the situation and why. 

R Describe the Result What happened as a result of your action? For example, sales 

increased by 15% or customer complaints decreased by 20%. 
Always remember to conclude your answer with the result. 
Many forget this important piece of data when giving the 
interview response; however, this can be one of the most 
powerful portions of your answer. 



The questions at the end of this guide in the Interview Question Database section are frequently asked by 
recruiters to assess various skills that are relevant to the position for which you are interviewing. It is not necessary 
to have an answer for each question, but pick a few from each section and come up with a library of answers that 
you can always refer to. We have categorized the questions so that you know what skill set is being assessed. Be 
sure to have at least a couple of examples for each skill area, particularly leadership abilities. Your response to these 
questions will be unique to your background as it pulls from your specific experiences and examples. 

When answering these types of questions, keep in mind that the interviewer is looking for specific examples, not 
generalizations. Be sure to tell them in a concise manner: the situation, the task, the action, and the result. It is also 
important to express what “you ” did and the role “you "played in your example. Giving concise answers about 
your role highlights your leadership abilities. Even if the question does not appear to be behavioral, it is important 
to show a result or relate your answer to the company’s interests or job responsibilities. 


The Case Interview 

The case interview, frequently used by consulting firms, is another style for which to be prepared. A case interview 
is much more detailed than the behavioral interview. In these situations, the candidate is given a specific case and 
asked to come up with a solution. The purpose of the case interview is for the recruiter to test your ability to dissect 
a problem in a logical fashion. Therefore, in your analysis, be sure to justify all of your assumptions and decisions. 

Six Steps to Handling a Case Interview 

1. Be prepared to handle different styles of case interviews. 

Different recruiters adopt very different styles in case interviews. Some will give you a relatively detailed 
outline of the situation before you start, others will literally give just a two-sentence description. Often, the 
recruiter will develop a case in several distinct sections, filling in any information that was not covered in the 
previous section before moving on to the next phase of the problem. Be prepared to cope with either style. 

2. Stop and think. 

After the interviewer has presented the case, take a moment to think about relevant issues, the way in which you 
will structure your approach, and what models might apply (e.g. Porter’s Five Forces, etc.). 

3. Ask questions. 

If you missed any information or if you are unclear about a term or technology, ask for clarification. It is 
imperative to start your analysis with a clear understanding of the problem. You’re not expected to know 
everything about the industry in which the case deals, but you are expected to demonstrate an ability to ask 
relevant questions. 

4. Be sure to select a framework that “fits” the problem. 

Keep in mind: 

the 4Cs (customer, competition, capacity, and cost - firm market position) 
the 4Ps (product, price, promotion, and place - marketing) 

SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) 

Revenue and Cost Tree (profitability/general) 

Porter’s Five Forces (industry competitors, potential entrants, threat of substitutes, supplier power, 
buyer power - industry analysis/attractiveness) 

Supply and Demand (economics) 

If a framework does not fit the situation, don’t try to force it. 

5. Outline your analysis. 

Break the problem down into manageable portions. Develop a decision free to arrive at your solution. (Doing 
this will allow you to retrace your thought process and proceed down a different path if your first solution is not 
optimal.) Decide the way in which you are going to structure your analysis and communicate it to the 
interviewer. Based on your assessment of the relevant issues and your approach, pick the appropriate avenue 



for in-depth analysis (e.g. if the problem is declining profitability, you should thoroughly examine potential cost 
drivers and understand how they might have changed over time). 

6. Summarize. 

Where possible, draw preliminary conclusions based on facts or stated assumptions. Mentally and verbally 
begin to list alternatives. If appropriate, indicate the likely next steps in further assessing the situation. 

Final Tips on Case Interviews 

Be sure that everything you recommend is consistent with the corporate mission/objective of the firm. 
Think out loud. The main purpose of the case interview is to show the way in which you analyze a 
problem, so let the interviewer hear your thought process and any assumptions you make. 

Don’t get flustered. Nervous tension will come across in an interview. Try to relax and think of it as an 
opportunity to explore the drivers of success for a company or industry. 

Feel free to pause and collect your thoughts at any time. 

Bring paper to scribble and draw diagrams if it will help you to organize your thoughts. Most recruiters 
won’t mind. 

Think about the type of consulting projects the firm does. This might give you insight into the type of case 
you are likely to get and the way in which you might structure your analysis. 

Pay close attention to any hints that the interviewer gives you, particularly if they are trying to steer you 
back on course. 

Practice with MBA classmates who were in consulting or others you know who work in the industry. Take 
them to lunch and ask them to give you a case. 

Sample case studies are included at the end of this guide to assist you in preparing for such an interview. Also 
consult the following resources for additional samples and techniques: 

Wet Feet Press Industry Insider, Ace Your Case! The Essential Management Consulting Case Workbook 
Wet Feet Press Industry Insider, 15 Questions. More Practice to Help You Ace Your Consulting Case 

What Interviewers Look For 

What are the qualities that allow one person to be asked for a second interview and another person not to be? The 
College Placement Council posed these questions to a group of 500 employers in various sectors of the economy, of 
various sizes, and of various institutional styles. The results were fairly consistent across the types of employers and 
size of institution. 

Principal Attributes Sought 

Ambition and motivation 

Ability to communicate 

“Good” personality fit 

“Fit” with company and goals 

Creativity and intelligence 

Specific college courses taken 

Dress and appearance 

Fit with culture and environment 

Experience, initiative, and responsibility 

Potential to adapt 

Leadership ability 

Teamwork capability 

Past record of achievement 

Strong work ethic 

Broad range of skills 

Strong interpersonal skills 



An Interviewer’s Evaluation 


After each interview, the company recruiter completes an evaluation of the candidate, often in the form of a 
numerical rating scale based on predetermined criteria. Examples of some characteristics often rated are the 
following: 

Experience: quality, extent, stability, record of achievement 
Education and Training: grades, honors, activities, applicable training 
Appearance: dress, grooming, posture 
Attitude and Manner: poise, alertness, personality, presence 
Self-Expression: fluency, persuasiveness, conciseness, written and oral skills 
Job Knowledge: duties, responsibilities (general, specific, complete) 

Motivation: goals, drive, initiative, sense of responsibility 
Judgment: tact, logic, soundness of reasoning 

Supervision and Leadership: plan, organize, direct, coordinate, motivate 
Enthusiasm: interest, sincerity, knowledge of company/industry 
Vocational Maturity: defined goals, knowledge of strengths and weaknesses 

After the Interview 

The following is a list of things that occur after your first-round interview. If you would like 
up strategy, please seek out the Career Management staff. 

An extra effort after the interview can make the difference in getting called back for 
receiving a job offer. Shortly after an interview, you should write a thank you letter 
continued interest in the position and the firm. 

Most organizations will notify you whether or not they wish to give you further consideration. If they do 
not do this within a reasonable period of time (4-6 weeks), you may contact them regarding the status of 
your candidacy. A letter or phone call is acceptable 

If you find that, upon doing research for an interview, you are no longer interested in a firm, you should 
write a letter requesting withdrawal of your application. Thank them for their consideration and apologize 
for any inconvenience. Further explanations are unnecessary since you have made no commitment to them. 
As soon as you are offered a position, you should acknowledge it even if you are not ready to make a 
decision. Keep in mind that a job offer is official when put in writing. 

Upon accepting a position with a company, notify them in writing of your acceptance. You should then 
inform other firms from which you have outstanding offers. You may have future interest in or contact 
with these firms, so be prompt and professional in your decline. After you have accepted an offer with one 
firm, under no circumstances is it ethical to actively interview. 

If you are not sincerely interested in a firm, you should not accept an offer to visit the firm. 

Helpful Hints 

Arrive Early. Ten to fifteen minutes can provide you with a cushion should some unforeseen problem occur. 

BRING Along Extra Copies of Your Resume. If the interviewer has misplaced your information, this will 
assist them and add to your image as a prepared person. 

MAINTAIN Eye Contact. Unwillingness to look someone in the eye is often taken as evasiveness. 

Ask FOR Clarification. If you’re confused by a question, ask the interviewer to restate it. This shows poise on 
your part and allows you to answer questions appropriately. 

Be YOURSELF. Interviewers respond well to those candidates they feel are being sincere. 


to discuss your follow- 


a second interview or 
and express your 



Career Management Center Resources 


Books: 

- 99 Minutes to Your Ideal Job, Mangum 

- Ace the Corporate Personality Test, Hoffman 

- Careers in Business, Stair 

The Complete Job Interview Handbook, Marcus 

- Executive Etiquette in the Workplace, Stewart, Faux 
The Job Hunter’s Final Exam, Camden 

- Knock ‘Em Dead 2000, Yate 

Management Consulting, Harvard Business School 

More Best Answers to the 201 Most Frequently Asked Interview Questions, 
DeLuca 

Power Interviews, Yeager/Hough 

- Professional Profile of Management Consultants: A Body of Expertise, Skills, 
and Attributes, ACME 

- Sweaty Palms, The Neglected Art of Being Interviewed, Medley 
The Ultimate Job Search Survival Guide, Dyer 

The Vault Reports Guide to the Case Interview, Allen 



Questions to Ask Recruiters 


Firm’s Mission/Culture/Goals 

What are the firm’s plans for remaining competitive in the (field) market? 

What is the firm’s management philosophy? 

How would you describe the firm’s culture? 

How long does the typical employee stay working in one area or on one product/project? 

What do you see as your organization’s strengths and weaknesses? 

What support mechanisms are currently in place that foster you competitive and innovative culture? 

What do you feel is the biggest competitive threat to you company in X number of years? 

How does you company plan for changes in technology that will affect how business is handled between 
divisions? 

Current Events/Company Knowledge 

I read in the Wall Street Journal that your company was... How will this affect... ? 

Given the proposed expansion you just explained, how will this affect... ? 

How will industry trends affect this organization within the next 3-5 years? 

Your company has recently undergone a change in leadership, how do you feel this will benefit the 
company? 

Personal Questions to the Interviewer 

What is your background? 

What was your career path? 

How much responsibility did you have when you started? 

What is a typical day in your job like? 

What do you like best about working for the company? 

What brought you to company X, and are these the same reasons you’ve stayed for Y years? 

What is the one thing you would advise an MBA student to learn before graduation? 

Position 

What is the typical career path of someone who starts in this position? 

What kind of role does this department play in the organization? 

How much input will I have as a new hire in the group’s decisions? 

What kind of decision-making responsibilities will I have? 

Who will my initial supervisor be? 

Can you tell me more about the training program and placement once it is completed? 

With what other departments would I have contact? 

How many people would report to me? 

How many other people within this department have a background similar to mine? 

How much client contact will I have? 

Can you describe recent projects on which a person in my position has worked? 

Recruiting Process 

What is the next step in the recruiting process? 

Keep in mind that you will need to ask questions that are relevant to the position and the company with which you 
are interviewing. Not all of these questions are going to apply. They should be used as examples for helping you 
formulate your own database of important questions. 




Interview Question Database 


Business Knowledge 

Knows the competition; Is familiar with strategies and tactics; Manages by fact; Demonstrates knowledge, interest, 
aptitude for business. 

What do you do to keep up with current and possible future trends and issues? Give me a couple of 
examples. 

Describe a situation where your strategy did not work well for you. Why? How did you handle it? 

What key business setbacks have you experienced? What did you leam from them? 

Give me a couple of examples of some calculated risks you have assumed. What were the results? 

How have you translated a strategy into action with your team? 

Describe a strategy you developed and your contingency plans. 

Tell me about your key strengths and how they are demonstrated in your track record. 

Give me a couple of examples of what you have done to prepare to deal with global business opportunities. 

Bias for Action 

Reduces cycle time and bureaucracy; Demonstrates high energy; Sets priorities and seizes opportunities; Focuses 
upon speed; Demonstrates a sense of urgency to achieve important goals; Eliminates waste and unnecessary work. 

Describe your typical workday. What time does it start and end? What do you do to relax? 

Tell me about a situation in which you felt you acted too quickly and later regretted it. What caused it? 
Give me an example of when something needed to be done urgently and you postponed action on it. What 
were the results? 

How do you ensure that work you delegate gets done properly and on time? 

Give me a couple of examples of when you had to motivate your team to get a project or assignment 
completed. What did you do? 

Describe a couple of situations when you had to maintain a high level of enthusiasm when things were very 
difficult. How did you do it? 

Tell me about a situation in which you took action without anticipating the impact of that action upon other 
parts of the organization. 

Describe a couple of examples that required quick action. What made them so? What criteria did you 
apply in making those decisions? 

Tell me about the major challenges you have faced in your job or at school over the last year. What made 
them so? 

What have you found to be the most significant obstacles to getting people to take action? How have you 
handled these obstacles? 

What have you done to eliminate unnecessary or redundant work in past positions you have held? 

Describe a couple of opportunities that you capitalized upon and a couple that you did not. What were the 
results? 

Integrity 

Widely trusted; Takes ownership; Candid and forthcoming; Delivers on commitments. 

Give me a couple of examples of when you had to bend the rules to get the job done. Why was that? 
Describe a situation in which someone confided in you and you felt you had to break that confidence. 

Tell me about a situation in which you made a significant mistake and had to admit it to your boss or peers. 
What were a couple of instances in which you had to deliver bad news to someone? What worked? What 
didn’t? 

We all have some areas we would like to improve upon. What are some of yours? What have you done? 
Describe a couple of examples in which you believe someone broke the unwritten rules of business. What 
was the impact? How did you deal with it? 

Tell me how you have attempted to build trust with your employees, peers, and customers. 




What has been the toughest conflict you have had to deal with interpersonally on the job? What made it so 
and how did you deal with it? 

Describe a situation in which you promised more than you could deliver. How did you handle it? 

How have you handled providing feedback? What mechanism did you use (face to face, letter, etc.)? How 
often? 

Explain when you have had to take a stand at variance with management. How did you handle it? What 
were the results? 

Tell me about a time when you had to deliver on a commitment and found it extremely difficult. What did 
you do? 

Customer Focus 

Identifies customers and demonstrates that meeting their needs is first priority; Meets external and internal 
expectations; Promotes and maintains strong partnerships; Focuses work processes on customer satisfaction. 

Describe an example in which you had to meet a difficult customer need. 

Tell me about a time when your relationship with a key customer was unsatisfactory and what you did 
about it. 

In your current or previous position, who have been your customers? How did you determine and to what 
extent did you satisfy their expectations? 

At times we’ve all been able to meet our customer’s expectations. Describe a situation in which you were 
unable to do so. What did you do? 

What have you done to keep informed of your customer’s objectives and priorities? 

What processes and methods have you used to keep your customers informed? How have they worked? 
How have they changed? 

Based upon your experience, what actions have you found most effective in building customer 
relationships? What hasn’t worked and why? 

Describe the process and procedures you have put into place to improve the quality and timeliness of 
customer service. 

Tell me about a situation in which you had to inform a key customer of a serious problem. How did you 
handle it? 

Relate for me how you have leveraged a customer relationship successfully. Unsuccessfully. 

Give me an example of the toughest customer relationship you have had to work with. What did you do? 
What were the results? 

Teamwork 

Initiates and supports meaningful team projects; Demonstrates trust in team members; Serves on teams; Celebrates 
successes. 

Tell me about one of the most effective teams you worked on and what you contributed to its effectiveness. 
What techniques or approaches have you found helpful in dealing with turf issues on your team? Give me 
an example. 

Describe what actions you have taken to encourage teamwork. 

Tell me about some key issues that you found which need to be addressed in building a team. 

Explain what you have done to build trust among team members. 

Provide me with a couple examples of teams you have served on describing the kind, problems, challenges, 
and results. 

When teams reporting to you have been successful, what actions have you taken? 

What have you found helpful in determining what is and is not suitable for a team project? 

Describe how you have monitored the progress of team assignments. 

What specific criteria have you applied in selecting members for a team project? 

Give me some examples of how you have supported teamwork. 

Tell me what you have found to be the major obstacles to effective teamwork. 

Describe your worst experience in working on a team. What did you take away from the experience? 



Innovation 

Promotes creativity and informed risk taking; Strives for technical and market leadership; Establishes process for 
continuous improvement. 

How have you developed imaginative solutions in the past? Describe a couple of examples. 

Think of a situation where old solutions didn’t work. How did you deal with it? 

Give me a couple of examples of how you have encouraged and supported new ways of doing things. 

Cite some situations in which you had to introduce change. How did you do it? What was successful and 
what was unsuccessful? 

Using a specific example, please explain the criteria that you have used in evaluating risk. 

Tell me about some significant risks you have had to take and how they worked out. Also cite an example 
where it did not work out. 

What are some of the most imaginative or innovative things you have done to make a sale? 

What are some of the most imaginative ways you have convinced someone to do something they initially 
didn’t want to do? 

Can you give me an example of any new ideas, approaches, or innovations you’ve generated in your last 
position? 

How do you determine what constitutes top priorities in scheduling you time? 

How do you go about planning you day (week)? 

How do you keep track of items requiring your attention? 

Performance 

Sets and achieves ambitious goals; Measures the right things; Drives for continuous improvement; Listens and 
responds; Provides feedback and recognizes achievement. 

What has been the most significant goal you have achieved? How did you achieve it? Were there other 
key goals you were unable to achieve? Why? 

In your past jobs, how have you determined what needs improvement and how have you ensured it was 
addressed? 

Have you consistently delivered expected results? Please explain. 

Describe how your last two bosses have evaluated your performance. What did they identify as strengths 
and developmental opportunities? 

Tell me about some of the major challenges you have been confronted with in your job. Why were they 
challenges? What did you do about them? 

What have you done to recognize others’ achievements? 

Tell about a couple of the most difficult situations in which you had to give feedback. 

Communications 

The skills necessary for effective expression in oral and written communications and observable in the interview. 

Give me an example of a time when you asked someone to complete a task and they did it incorrectly. 

What did this experience teach you? 

What are some of the most complex processes or ideas or technical information you have had to explain to 
other people? 

What kinds of writing have you done? Describe some examples. How did you approach it? Tell me about 
its content and the reactions you received. 

What kinds of reports are you currently working on that are most challenging and why? 

Describe one of your most successful oral presentations and what made it successful. 

What have you done to increase your effectiveness in making presentations? To what extent have you been 
successful? 

Tell me about one of the most difficult presentations you have had to make. Why was it difficult? How 
did it turn out? 

Give me an example of the most serious communication problem you’ve had. What did you do about it? 
What methods do you use to communicate with other people? How effective are they? 



Sometimes it’s important to disagree with others to keep a mistake from being made. Tell me about a time 
when you were willing to disagree with another person in order to build a positive outcome. 

Tell me about a time when you had to present complex information to a customer or peer. How did you 
ensure that they understood what you were saying? 

Describe a situation of such importance that you felt it necessary to summarize the results of a conversation 
in a memorandum or letter? 

Tell me about a time when you had to deal with a difficult customer. What was the outcome? 

To what extent are you (have you been) involved in public speaking, debating, or dramatic presentations? 

Interpersonal Skills 

Communicates effectively using multiple methods; Able to interact with people at different organizational levels; 
Able to focus on mutual goals; Persuasive; Able to deal with conflict. 

Give me an example in which you and a peer disagreed significantly. What caused it? What did you do? 
What are some ways you have used to put people at ease? When haven’t they worked? 

Tell me about a major conflict you had with a peer or customer that you were unable to resolve 
successfully. Why were you unsuccessful? What did you learn? 

Tell me about an incident involving someone you had to deal with who was very difficult. How did it work 
out? 

What bosses did you like and dislike working for? How did this impact your relationship? 

How would your peers and former co-workers describe their relationship with you? Why? 

Tell me about one or two actions you’ve taken to build working relationships on the job with someone you 
personally did not like. 

What do you see as your strength areas for improvement in working with others? 

What was your most challenging personal encounter with someone? How did you deal with him/her? 

When working on a team project, have you ever had an experience where there was a strong disagreement 
among the team members? Was the situation resolved? What role did you play? 

Tell me about a time when a team you were involved in just could not get off the ground. 

How would you deal with the following factors in achieving objectives through others? 

■ People who place their own interests above that of the company. 

■ Building a team out of independent individualists. 

■ People who are working at cross-purposes. 

■ Overstepping of authority by a subordinate. 

Functional/Technical Competency 

Displays functional/technical competency. 

Describe a time when you were proud of your ability to use your skills in_(HR, finance, marketing, 

etc.) to solve a particularly difficult or challenging problem either at school or in a work assignment. What 
principles did you use, and what did you learn from the experience? 

Provide me with one or two examples of some of the most complex assignments or projects you’ve had. 
What made them so? What was your role? How did it turn out? 

Give me an example of a difficult problem you’ve have to deal with and how you gathered information and 
evaluated it. How did you identify the root cause of the problem? 

Explain how to solve problems. Give me a specific example. 

Tell me about one of the major plans you developed and had responsibility for accomplishing. Explain the 
scope, objectives, time frames, budget, and end results. 

Leadership/Initiative 

Getting ideas accepted; Guides a group towards a task accomplishment. 

How do you influence your boss? Give me an example. 

Tell me about some of the toughest groups you have had to get cooperation from. Did you have any formal 
authority? What did you do? 

How do you influence your peers? Provide me with some examples. 



Describe your leadership style. When does it work? When doesn’t it work? 

What tends to be your approach in working with a group? 

What have you found to be the most significant obstacles to get people to take action? How have you 
handled these obstacles? 

Describe your effectiveness as a leader. What have you used as criteria? 

Describe one or two examples of ideas you were successful in getting accepted. 

Tell me about a time when you influenced the outcome of a project by taking a leadership role. 

Give me an example of a situation when you developed a high-morale working group. 

Who have you most respected for their leadership qualities? What are these specific qualities? Has there 
been a time when you tried to use this style? 

Give me an example of when you overcame a major obstacle and followed through to achieve your goal. 
Tell me about some of the toughest groups you’ve had to get cooperation from. Did you have any formal 
authority? What did you do? 

Give me an example of when you stepped in, took charge, and mustered support to achieve superior results. 

Self-Motivation/Initiative 

(Buzzwords: self-starter, energy, persistence) 

Tell me about a project you initiated. What prompted you to begin it? 

Can you relate some experiences in which you felt you gained something because you persisted over a 
length of time? 

Have you found a way to make your current job (or school workload) easier or more rewarding? 

Can you think of some projects or ideas that were sold, implemented, or carried out successfully primarily 
because of your efforts? 

All jobs have their frustrations and problems. Describe some examples of specific job conditions, tasks, or 
assignments that have been least satisfying to you. What did you do? 

Professional Presence/Initial Impact 

(Buzzwords: confidence, poise, appearance) 

What are the reasons for your success? 

What are your strengths/weaknesses? 

How would a friend or co-worker describe you? 

When I contact your former manager, what are they going to tell me about you? 

What do you think you do best? 

Analytical/Problem Solving Skills 

(Buzzwords: logic, judgment, cause-effect thinking) 

How do you gather information to analyze problems? Give me an example. 

What was the most challenging (work/technical) problem you ever encountered? What happened? What 
did you do? 

How would you describe yourself as a decision maker? 

Tell me about a time when you had to “think outside the box” to solve a problem. 

You have completed the job interview process and you have several job offers. Tell me how you are going 
to make your career decision. 

If you joined company X and you were asked to move to (pick a city), tell me the process you would use to 
locate a residence. 

Describe your decision making process in choosing which MBA program to attend. What field of study to 
pursue? 

Academic Achievements 

(Buzzwords: coursework, achievement, grades/test scores) 


What parts of your coursework are most applicable to this position? 



Describe three significant achievements from your academic life. 

Why did you choose this academic institution? 

Give me an example of something you learned in class and how you applied it to a real-life problem 
situation. 

Tell me about the most complex situation you have dealt with in business school. 

Personal Style Questions 

Tell me about yourself. 

What are three distinguishing points about yourself? 

Why did you choose to go to Crammer? 

What do you like about Crammer? What don’t you like? (Make sure to talk about how you are trying to 
change what you don’t like.) 

Give me an example of when you failed. Tell me about a setback you’ve had. 

What were the three most important events/decisions of your life? What decisions have you most 
regretted? Why? 

Give me an example of when you went above and beyond the call of duty - when you went beyond what 
was expected of you. 

What characteristics do you possess that would cause me to make you my top selection? 

What experience/activity are you most proud of? 

What have you learned at business school that will help you in this job? 

What is your single greatest accomplishment to date? 

Job/Company/Industry Style Questions 

Why did you choose the career for which you are preparing? 

Why this particular company/industry/position? 

Given your background i n.-, , why do you want to become a_(changing fields)? 

What do you think you can contribute to a company such as ours? 

In addition to the company literature we sent you, from what sources did you find out about our 
corporation? 

If you were given_problem, how would you solve it? 

What do you think this job requires, and how do you match those requirements? 

Based on this interview, what questions do you have about the company or in general? 

Are you willing to travel? What % of the time? Relocate? How often? 

In your last job, what kinds of people (problems) annoyed you most? How did you deal with them? 

How do you evaluate a business? 

What makes you different from other MBAs? Why should you be my top pick candidate? 

In your research of our company, do you see any specific problems we have? Is there any division in our 
organization that you are most interested in? How do you foresee the future of our industry? 

Consulting/Management/Human Resources 

Why consulting? Why this firm? 

Why an MBA? Why Crammer? 

What does a consultant do? What are the three most important qualities of a successful consultant? 

How do you think the consulting industry is structured? How is our practice different from other 
consulting firms? 

How do you rank among your peers? 

Do you view consulting as a permanent career choice? 

How would you describe the competitive niche of your most recent employer? 

Give me an example of a business problem and tell me how you solved it. 

How do you feel about the lifestyle issues associated with consulting? 

Imagine we are reviewing your performance at our firm after working with us for six months. What do you 
think our criticism of you would be? 



Highlight your top achievements/accomplishments. 

What is the most difficult position you have been in, and how did you work through it? 

Tell me about yourself, or a specific experience. 

What has been your biggest setback? 

With whom are you interviewing? How have you fared? 

Give me an example of a situation, work or school, in which you analyzed and solved a problem. How did 
you identify the problem? What methods did you use to solve the problem and discuss the resolution? 

If given an offer, how would you decide whether or not to accept it? 

What are your strengths? Weaknesses? 

Where do you see yourself in five years? Ten years? What are your long-term career goals? 

How have you been doing at Crammer? What are your grades? What are your GMAT scores? Your 
undergraduate GPA? 

Are you competitive? 

What do you have to offer this firm? 

What in your background do you find most useful for today’s market? 

What is the most important thing that you have learned in the past two years? 

How long do you anticipate working in consulting following graduation? 

Take me through your last job: identify the issues from an organizational or competitive standpoint. What 
would you change and how? 

Human Resources 

Why an MBA? Why not a Master of Labor Relations or a Master of Sciences in Human Resources? 

Why Crammer? 

Walk me through your resume. 

Why Human Resources? 

What will the human resources function look like in the future? 

How will human resource professionals’ responsibility change over time? What skills and/or competencies 
will human resource professionals need in the future? 

What are the most significant challenges confronting the human resources function over the next five 
years? 

How would you measure or evaluate the value of human resources to a business? 

What particular area of HR (compensation, training, recruiting, etc.) is of most interest to you? 

How can the HR function add value to a firm? 

What have been your most significant accomplishments? Why were they significant? 

What obstacles have you faced? How did you overcome them? 

Describe a change effort you have undertaken. What was your role? What specifically did you do? 

The ability to develop effective teams is an increasingly important skill. Can you think of a time when the 
development of a team was critical to a project you were working on? What was your role? What did you 
do to contribute to the team’s success? 

What have been the most important professional experiences you’ve had during your career? What 
experiences have helped you solidify your skills and/or enabled you to advance to the next job? 

If you were responsible for picking your successor, what would you look for in that person? What 
important skills (technical and non-technical) and characteristics would that person need to possess? 
Describe a situation in which you convinced people over whom you had no authority to do something. 
What are the attributes for success in HR? Where and how have you developed these? 

What is your philosophy on how HR should relate to the rest of the company? 

What role do you play in a group? 

Strategic Planning and Corporate Finance 

What is the long-bond at? 

Explain discounted cash flow analyses or valuation methodology. 

How is return on equity calculated? 

Define the concept of cash flow vs. net income. 



Where did the market close today? 

What is our stock price trading at? Market value? Sale? Net income? Price-earnings ratio? 

Tell me about 2 items on the front page of today’s Wall Street Journal. 

Please describe a company you would invest in. 

Give me an example of a time when you used analytical skills to evaluate a project. 

Why might a company choose debt over equity financing? 

Why would two companies merge? What major factors drive mergers and acquisitions? 

Why corporate finance over sales and trading? 

Why this firm? 

What do you hope to gain by working for our company? 

Where do you see yourself five years from now? 

How do you see your career progressing in our company? 

Why this industry? 

Why not financial services? 

What do you know about our industry? 

Our_division is thinking of introducing a new product, the widget. How would you go about 

determining if this is a good idea? 

How does M&A activity in banking affect our industry? 

We are having trouble managing our (division). What do you think the key performance metrics might be 
and how might you go about improving them? 

How would you go about valuing our (division) for a potential sale, spin-off, or liquidation? 

Investment Banking 

Why investment banking? Why our bank as opposed to our competitors? 

Why did you go back to get you MBA? 

Why Crammer? Why finance? 

Please explain your familiarity with investment banking and its different functional areas. What area do 
you see as being an appropriate fit for you and your background? Who is our competition? 

Why corporate finance/mergers and acquisitions as opposed to sales and trading? 

Why sales and trading as opposed to research? 

What are your outside activities? Why would you be willing to give them up for such a demanding job? 
What role do you play in group situations? 

What would you do if offered_as part of the deal? (or other ethically focused questions) 

How smart are you? How do we know how smart you are? 

Sell us on your quantitative skills. 

If we made you an offer today, would you take it? 

What did the Dow, S&P, and NASDAQ close at yesterday? 

What stocks do you follow and why? 

What other firms have you talked to? 

What does it take to be successful in investment banking? Highlight those skills from your experience. 
What qualifies you to work in investment banking? In which department would you be most successful? 
Why? 

What motivates you? 

How do you perform under pressure? In what kind of environment do you work best? 

Give an example of an accomplishment in your life? Failure? 

Where is the_industry going? The market? This firm? 

Ethics and investment banking: has the industry been represented fairly? 

How often do you read on the industry? 

What do you regularly read on the industry? 

Name the top firms. For what are they known? 

(Sales/Trading) Pretend that I’m a CFO interested in hiring an investment bank to advise me on debt 
financing. Sell me this investment bank’s services. 

(Research) You’ve just been hired as our firm’s new XYZ industry analyst. In two weeks, you’re 
scheduled to address a growth-stock conference on industry trends. How would you prepare? 



(Corporate Finance) Sun says Apple is worth $23 per share; Apple says $34 is more in the ballpark. 
Who’s right, and how would you arrive at a valuation? 

What did the stock market do last week? What are some of the hottest stocks of the past few months? 
They will focus on ethical issues. For example: What would you do if offered personal money as part of a 
deal? 

What other firms have talked to you? What career opportunities are you exploring other than investment 
banking? 

Sales and Trading 

Sell me this pencil. 

What other firms have you talked to? 

What makes you think you can sell? 

What is a bond? 

What would you personally invest in? 

What are forward rates, LIBOR rates? 

What particular markets or instruments are you interested in? Why debt vs. equity? 

Where is the market going? Where are rates going? 

What does the yield curve look like? What does it mean? 

Tell me what you think a trader does? 

Why not corporate finance? 

Describe an instance where you persuaded someone to do something they initially didn’t want to do. 

What about your personality will make you a good trader? 

How will you motivate yourself to make the calls you hate to make? 

What are your grades? 

What do you think having an MBA does for you in this field? 

Tell me a joke. 

Public Finance 

Why public finance? Why this firm? 

What areas are of particular interest to you? (e.g. housing, health care, utilities, education) 

Venture Capital 

Why venture capital? 

Why Crammer to study venture capital? Why not Stanford? 

What particular strengths do you have for venture capital? 

What do you think a venture capitalist does? 

What motivates you? How do you motivate others? 

Have you interacted with a variety of people from all levels, CEO to technician? With what results? 

How strong is your grasp of technical issues/technology? 

What operations exposure and management experiences have you had? 

In addition to high-tech ventures, where do you think venture capital money should be going? 

Do you think the emphasis should be on raising money and putting it to work, or on the human capital? 
What do you look for in a venture? Which is more important, the product or the people behind it? 
Describe your analytical and interpersonal skills. 

Do you have a high energy level? 

Are you a good team player? 

Have you had to deal with failure in a professional context? 

Marketing 

Why Crammer? Why not Kellogg? 

Why an MBA? 



What is marketing? Define the difference between marketing and advertising. 

What does it take to be successful in marketing? 

What are the attributes of a successful marketing campaign? 

How do you motivate others, particularly those over whom you have no direct authority? OR I’m sure 
you’ve been in a situation where you had to get participation from people who don’t report to you. How do 
you motivate these people? 

How have you developed your interpersonal skills? 

Give me a specific example of a time when you solved a problem creatively. 

What is the most important thing you learned about managing people from your previous work experience? 
What is your biggest challenge at school? 

What is your biggest accomplishment? 

What are you looking for in a consumer goods (or manufacturing, financial services, etc.) company? 

Give me an example of an innovative solution to a business problem. 

Give an example of your approach to problem solving. 

What would your last boss say about you? How would s/he describe you? 

If I asked your classmates to describe the role you take in a team/group, what would they say? 

What is the toughest challenge have faced in the interpersonal realm of your job? 

Tell me about an advertising campaign that you think is particularly effective/ineffective? 

What are some examples of good and bad advertising and why? 

How would you describe you leadership style? 

Brand Management 

What do you think are the most important traits in a product marketing person? 

Describe a situation in which you convinced people over whom you had no authority to do something. 
Describe an example of how you motivated someone who doesn’t report to you to do something creative 
s/he didn’t want to do. 

Why brand management? 

Rank order characteristics important for brand management. 

Pick a “good” and “bad” ad campaign and discuss them. 

Tell me about a well-managed product. 

Tell me about a product that has not been effectively managed. 

Pick a product and position it. 

Give an example of a good new product introduction. 

Create a plan to market Brand X in Philadelphia - what’s the theme of your advertising? Be very detailed. 
Pretend this is your first day at work as a brand manager for Brand X. What are the ten most important 
questions you would ask to find out about the brand? 

I see that most of your experience has (not) been in consumer products. Do you think you would be as 
successful as an industrial marketer? (or vice-versa) 

Rank order characteristics important for brand management. 

What did you dislike about your former employer? 

Give me a 30-second commercial about yourself. 

How did you initiate a new idea and follow through on it? 

What is marketing? Define the difference between marketing and advertising. 

What is different from working on new products versus established brands? 

Give me an example of a leadership role you have had. Give me another one... give me another one... 
give me another one... 

MIS, Electronic Commerce, Telecommunications 

Why an MBA? Why not an advanced technical degree? 

Why Crummer? Why not Camegie-Mellon, MIT, or Berkeley? 

Describe your skill set. What technologies do you understand? 

In what ways have you utilized existing technology? 

What programming languages do you know? 



What are you competent in? 

Have you implemented a change project? What problems have you faced? 

What is your past experience with_(various applications, past projects, network applications)? 

Have you dealt with client/server networks before? Token rings? Intranet programs like Notes or 
Exchange? 

How have you managed your team? 

What do you think is the future of network computing? The Internet? Electronic commerce? 

Health Care Management 

Why have you focused on the health care industry? 

Why an MBA? Why not a Master of Health administration? 

Why Crammer? 

What are the attributes of management success in the health care industry? 

Where/how have you developed those attributes? 

What motivates you? How do you motivate others? 

How do you function in a group? Give examples of teamwork. 

What is the most important thing you have learned about people from you previous work experience? 

What do you look for in a job? In a boss? 

Did you ever think about pursuing a career in medicine as a health service professional? 

Choose one of these issues and give some recommendations on addressing it: managed care, HCA fallout, 
and any other current controversial public issue involving health care. 

What are the most important issues emerging in health care management? Prioritize them. 

What functional skills will you bring to a hospital environment? 

What are your goals? 

Unusual Questions 

These questions seldom have right or wrong answers. Even though the questions may not seem to be job- 
related, employers may try to determine your confidence and creativity through your answers. 

Why are manhole covers round? 

If you could be any fruit, which would you choose and why? 

Tell me a story. 

How would the world be different if you had never been bom? 

If you had to choose to be one of these three different life forms... a lemming, a sloth, or an earthworm... 
which would you be and why? 

Illegal Questions 

Employers may ask questions to leam about a candidate’s motivation and personality. Such questions can 
relate to former job responsibilities and outside interests. Inquires into an applicant’s race, color, age, sex, 
RELIGION, NATIONAL ORIGIN, MARITAL STATUS, PAST ARRESTS, ALCOHOL AND DRUG USE, CREDIT HISTORY, CHILDBEARING 
plans, OR age are illegal. 

An interviewer may not ask about your religion, church, synagogue, parish, the religious holidays you 
observe, or your political beliefs or affiliations. 

An interviewer may not ask about your ancestry, national origin, or parentage. In addition, you cannot be 
asked about the naturalization status of your parents, spouse, or children. The interviewer cannot ask about 
your birthplace. However, the interviewer may ask whether or not you are a US citizen or a resident alien 
with the right to work in the US. 

An interviewer may not ask about your native language, the language you speak at home, or how you 
acquired the ability to read, write, or speak a foreign language. But, s/he may ask about the languages in 
which you are fluent, if knowledge of those languages are pertinent to the job. 

An interviewer may not ask about your age, your date of birth, or the ages of your children. But, s/he may 
ask you whether or not you are over eighteen years old. 



An interviewer may not ask about maiden names or whether you have changed your name, your marital 
status, number of children or dependents, or your spouse’s occupation. 


Illegal questions are often asked unintentionally. If you feel you are being asked an illegal question during an 
interview, you can legitimately but politely refuse to answer. You might say, “I’m not sure of the relevance of 
that question, can you tell me how it specifically relates to this job?” 



Case Study Example Questions 


The following sample case interview questions and answers have been provided to give you an example of what 
case questions entail. These are provided simply as examples but can be used as a framework for formulating 
answers to various cases. Before going on an interview where you anticipate being asked a case, check out the Ace 
Your Case packet produced by Wet Feet Press. 


CASE CLASSIFICATION: Distribution 

DESCRIPTION: A magazine publisher is trying to decide how many magazines she should deliver to each 
individual distribution outlet in order to maximize profits. She has massive amounts of historical data for sales 
volumes through these outlets and a well constructed accounting system. How should she go about computing an 
appropriate number? 

SOLUTION: The best way to tackle this one is not so much to start asking questions, but to set up an outline 
analysis and fill in as you go. It should be immediately observed that to maximize profits, marginal revenues should 
be set to equal marginal costs. The marginal revenue for a magazine would be its cover price times the probability 
that it will be sold. The probability of sale with an appropriate confidence interval could be figured out in some 
manner from the historical data. Marginal cost will be obtainable from the internal accounting data. A detailed 
discussion of the application of these concepts from basic microeconomics and statistics may be necessary. 


CASE CLASSIFICATION: Mergers & Acquisitions 

DESCRIPTION: A concrete manufacturer is considering acquiring a small local firm. What factors should be 
considered? 

QUESTIONS TO ASK/ISSUES TO CONSIDER: What are the current profitability and market share of acquirer 
and target, customers and end users of concrete, growth of market, competitive conditions? For a mergers and 
acquisitions case, the first thing to find out is why the company wants to acquire or be acquired. 

SOLUTION: A number of salient features of the market should be noticed: although concrete is a homogenous 
commodity, the cost of its transport means that the applicable market is not of a product but of a product-region. 
Thus, considerable potential may exist for securing quasi-monopolistic power through acquisition. The basic 
viability of the acquisition requires consideration also of forthcoming government (probability the largest end user), 
projects in the region, the condition of the target’s facilities and equipment, the acquiring firm’s availability of 
funds, the quality of the target’s management, etc. These considerations are in addition to examination of local anti¬ 
trust legislation and the competition in the defined region. 


CASE CLASSIFICATION: Diversification 

DESCRIPTION: An overseas construction firm wants to expand by establishing a presence in a growing U.S. 
regional market. How should it go about doing this and what factors are critical for its success? 

QUESTIONS TO ASK/ISSUES TO CONSIDER: What are the diversifying firm’s distinctive competitive 
advantages? What is its capacity for funding an acquisition? What is the competitive environment in the proposed 
region? How does this environment differ from the current markets of the diversifying firm? Analyze the different 
reasons for diversification, and then analyze the options available. Finally, carry out a qualitative cost/benefit 
analysis for each option. Make sure the value of the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, i.e. that the 
diversification will in fact increase shareholder value. 










SOLUTION: Diversification could be effected through joint ventures or through acquisitions depending on the 
availability of funds. Success of the venture requires a distinct sustainable advantage. Non-unionized labor might 
help with a low cost production strategy, but a more effective approach would be through the use of a proprietary 
technology. Special expertise in a growth area such as hazardous waste or groundwater remediation could also 
serve such a role. 


CASE CLASSIFICATION: Management 

DESCRIPTION: If you were CEO of a company, how many people would you want reporting to you, and who 
would they be? 

QUESTIONS TO ASK/ISSUES TO CONSIDER: What is the nature of the business? Service or manufacturing? 
Is the structure already in place, or is that up to me too? What are the overall objectives and strategy of the 
company? 

SOLUTION: Don’t start your answer without either asking the questions above or first stating your assumptions 
about the above issues. This question most likely tests your flexibility. “Depends” is a good way to start, letting the 
interviewer guide you however s/he wants. 

Who your direct reports are depends on a lot of things and is not just a function of your personal style. Corporate 
structure usually depends on the firm’s strategy. Profit and sales accountability are key. The heads of either each 
product line or functional area should report to you or your COO. Focus your answer on minimizing bureaucracy 
and facilitating decision-making, as well as direct accountability. 


CASE CLASSIFICATION: Operations 

DESCRIPTION: A large health care company has decided it is interested in substantially increasing the size of its 
operations. Their goal is to double the company’s total sales and profits in less than two years. As a consultant 
brought in to assist them, what would you do? 

QUESTIONS: What is the current scope of operations? In what areas of health care does the company deal? What 
is its current market share in these areas? What plans has the company already considered or is currently 
considering? What is the competitive nature of the industry? What would be the effect on sales and profits of 
reducing prices/margins? 

SOLUTION: A suitable solution will depend upon the answers to the above questions. A business can increase 
profits by: increasing sales, increasing prices, and cutting costs. However, if the company’s margins are found to be 
consistent with industry norms, it would seem unlikely that either increasing prices or cutting costs represent 
feasible methods by which to double sales and profits, particularly if the company is operating in a moderately 
competitive environment. This leaves only sales increases, which could be achieved by: selling more of the current 
products to current customers, selling new products to current customers, selling current products to new customers, 
and selling new products to new customers. 

The suitability of these options will again depend on the particular environment. In this case, it turns out that selling 
new products to new customers via some form of diversification could only hope to achieve the company goals. 
















CLASSIFICATION: University in Trouble 

BACKGROUND: The president of a large university has asked McKinsey to help him get the university back on 
track. Specifically, the university has been operating at a deficit for the last 2 years, and it must either reduce costs 
or increase revenues to eliminate the gap. Essential facts include: 

- The university is comprised of an undergraduate school and graduate medical, law, and business 
schools. 

- Total university enrollment has not changed substantially in the last 5 years. 

- Annual operating costs have increased with inflation. 

- Tuition represents roughly half of total revenues. 

QUESTION: You are a member of the McKinsey team assigned to the project. How would you structure an 
analysis aimed at eliminating the operating deficit? 

SOLUTION: The best candidates will recognize revenue as the key improvement lever and spend relatively little 
time on costs issues (e.g. to confirm that there are no unusual expenditures “draining the coffers”). Candidates 
should be able to discuss the major revenue sources for a university, specifically: 

- Tuition. Although total enrollment has not changed substantially, candidates should questions whether 
increases have kept in pace with inflation. 

- Fund raising. Candidates should question the effectiveness of the recent fund-raising campaigns. 

- Other operating income. Depending on the school, candidates may also discuss money raised by 
athletic programs and other sources of operating income (e.g. university stores, food services, etc.). 

In addition, you should recognize that the problem may be limited to a specific college rather than at the university 
level. For example, a steady total enrollment may mean that a decline in enrollment at the more expensive 
professional schools is being masked by increases at the undergraduate level. 


CLASSIFICATION: Miscellaneous 

DESCRIPTION: Sometimes in lieu of an ordinary case, and especially if running out of time, an interviewer may 
choose to ask some quasi-analytical questions instead. Some examples include the following: 

1. Why are manholes round? 

Possible Solutions. So that they don’t fall in if dropped. So they can be rolled rather than carried. To 
provide the greatest opening width for the least total opening area (metal cost minimized). It’s easier 
to dig/drill a round hole than a square hole. 

2. Why are soda cans cylindrical? 

Possible Solutions'. So that people don’t cut their hands on sharp edges. To provide maximum 
volume for least surface area short of using a sphere (metal cost savings). To allow denser packing in 
dispending machines. 

3. If I roll two fair dice, what are the chances of getting two sixes? 

Solution'. One sixth times one sixth, which equals one thirty-sixth. (1/6 X 1/6 = 1/36) 

4. Would there be any difference in the way the stock of a conglomerate would be valued on the 
NYSE and on a more restricted exchange in a developing country? 

Possible Solution. On the NYSE, the conglomerate would be valued at a discount to the values of its 
component businesses. This is because investors with free access to the markets will not pay a 
premium to a conglomerate for performing a diversification that they themselves could have 
performed; this will in fact lower the amount they will pay because of the liquidity they have lost 






through having a portfolio they cannot readily alter. In a less developed country, investors without 
access to perfect markets may pay a premium for a diversification that they themselves could not do. 


The majority of the information contained in this guide was compiled from resources obtainedfrom the following schools: 
University ofIndiana, Stanford University, Duke University, Notre Dame, and University of Miami. 





